16-Sons in Canada 


The Diamond Salt still reposed, a blue cylinder, ona 
homemade shelf over the cold woodstove, and Sarge rolled the can 
of Molson's Ale around in his big hand, studying it as to affirm 
that it was the same brand he had drunk on his last errand up 
here, to talk sense to Mickey, in this same cabin, over the same 
army blanket spread on the same rickety table. 

He had heard but not listened as his other son, Jack, went 
on: “And it was then that Coffee pushed Doc forward, into me 
really, into my arms, knowing that the force of that push would 
send him backwards off that rail. And he sort of teetered on 
that rail that fraction of a fraction of a second with an 
absolutely heavenly smile, and threw his arms up ina 
millisecond of light light light light light light light! that 
shot! through him from this monster gold cloud behind! And he 


radiated that fuckin Light. He did, his whole naked body. Like a 
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Christ! 
And then...he...was...was gone. Horrible!...but a 
privilege to see.” 

Sarge, surly and furrowed, puts the can down on the 
army blanket, tips it over, rolls it to smooth out a wrinkle. 
“So he died with his pants off?” 

Jack is still lowering his arms, purple from the cold, 
down, the COLOMBIAN GOLD legend on his t-shirt spreading out. “I 
knew you'd understand, Dad. Why do I bother? Anyway, he did have 
shorts, but he looked naked, really.” 

Sarge crushes the beer can with one hand, looks around for 
somewhere to toss it, finally just drops it on the blanket. 
“Yeah, my old man never understood neither, Jack. I understand 
more than you know. So now he's a god or something, right? 

This here Coffee character? Drugs, booze, broads, and 

fancy ideas. My generation only missed the last one. And the way 
you're jumping around, you're just as high as you was then. Good 
Christ! you guys act as if the drug shit was new or something! 
We had it and knew when to cut it fuckin out!” 

Jack spins a broken-back chair around, plants a foot on it. 
“Whoa old timer! I'm clean. Completely. Well, a beer from time 


to time, okay? But I went coldest turkey when I first came up 
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here—as far as the real shit goes. And Coffee a god? Not to most 
people, of course. And all that’s not for now anyway. You're way 
ahead of me. I got a box of his writings and...” 

“Yeah, Chinese Laundry lists.” And for some reason Sarge 
toasts that idea with the crushed can. 

“Don't be absurd, Dad. There's only the two of us here. 
Don’t—“ he points his finger in the manner of a lecturer 
—“perform. I want to melt things down into a book. Too much shit 
in it, the box, same things said over and over, but some rare 
gold too. Hey, Jesus, Buddha, Mohammed...they all had 
repetitions—what the fuck! But, anyway, that's all about five 
years away. No hurry.” 

“Of course not. Never.” 

“Gonna take an effort on your part to understand this, Dad, 
but what I want to do now is ...I simply want to comprehend that 
moment I related to you. California! Him on the rail, Coffee, 
and then all that tremendous tremendous light. It’s half my life 
right there. Right there is half my fuckin life!” Jack stares 
down at the blanket as Sarge peers furtively around the tiny 
cabin apologetically, as if his other son, Mickey, might edge in 
and sit down, dripping and bloated and white. 


“Why's it so cold in here? You can see your breath.” 
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Sarge puts up the collar of his old tweed overcoat. 
Jack shrugs. “I'm out of wood. I'll get more from Frenchy. 
Cut a few cords for him, and he’Ll give me some.” He closes his 
eyes for a moment to signal that his father will always stray 
into the inconsequential. 
“Jesus! It gets me that I'm here because your mother asked 
me, just like I was with Mickey before.” 
“Mickey's dead!” 
“Well, I know his body’s not up there with your concerns.” 
“You got that right! Mick’s a spirit. He’s with the spirits 
of the place, rocks and trees and water.” 
“Yeah, well, your mother would like back the body. She’s 
not clued into all these mystic wonders or anything.” 
“What did you learn from life, Sarge? Sarcasm? Is that the 
way to go?” 
“Sometimes the only way.” 
“Yeah, when you’re snapping some rookie to! But you forget. 
I’m no rookie, and I saw the results of your bullshit ‘duty’ in 
Nam. You lived a lie your entire life!” 
“The Big Conclusion! Your bunch comes to conclusions before 
anything else. Oh it’s not only you. Let me tell you when I walk 


onto an army post, I breathe again! Here are people who 
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understand. I can talk again! Without the words choking 
my throat.” 

“Hey it’s a club. Like any other club,” Jack dismissed. 

“No it’s not. It’s not like any other. Anyway, Jack, Son, 
I’ll try to be purer in the next life.” 

“That’ll be in black and white too 

As to your Coffee buddy, I’ve seen men die, but not for 
such a shit-mishmosh of reasons. Even at our lowest, life is 
worth something. Why throw it away like a filthy rag, or 
something a dog pukes?” 

“Read my book when I finish it-—even if you have to 
get help.” 

Sarge spreads his cold hands on the blanket and 
studies them. “Yeah. God, I don't know. You two kids.” His eyes 
jammed shut this time. 

Jack sways, the broken-backed chair bumping over the dirt 
floor. “Fire,” he is whispering, “he was almost literally on 
fire, and then he ...plunged the six stories. Coffee!” 

“So what? It wasn’t chemical warfare or nothing.” 

“Oh wow the sergeant forever!” and Jack kicks the chair 
into a small cardboard chest with glass knobs. 


“Okay okay I don’t know why I said that. I'll stop being 
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the sergeant. Promise. I know I'm that way too fuckin much. Get 
your chair and sit down...please.” And Jack complies, then puts 
his chin in his hands, leaning his elbows on the table, studies 
his father as one would an interesting stranger. 

“Dad...I can't begin to tell you about the other stops 
after L. A., after Coffee martyred himself. And all of it after 
Nam which you know about too, of course. A shame we never met 
there to waste the lil’ yellow fuckers out of their black 
pajamas. 

Like father and son night at the Elks. But you've probably 
clanked your massive denial mechanism into place by now, so it's 
no use talking about it. Well anyway, Dad, I had to come here, 
in order to...understand two deaths, Mickey's and Coffee's. I 
have to sit in the same chair that Mick did, and see the sun on 
the Lake from the same angle, to fish the lake where 
he...sleeps. 

Sarge rubs his eyes. “And eventually to find him. Find him 
myself, his spirit, complete! And find myself, too.” 

“These fuckin Canadians don't show me shit. Why haven't 
they got his body yet? And they can almost pinpoint the exact 
spot he...” 


“And when I do find him, my thinking about Coffee will be 
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certified. I know those two thing'Ll happen at once, ‘Ll work 
out that way. I had a dream about it.” 

“Yeah, well I don't Know about any of that, Jack. I don't 
Know nothing about it.” 

Oh Daddy I don't know. Mickey’s voice came to Sarge. Maybe 
it 1s that I'm scared. I don't know. What I try to hold onto in 
all the doubts, and in the times that I shiver and even cry 
about it, is that it’s evil. You're brought up one way and then 
you're supposed to throw your whole life and soul into this 
corruption and lying. Vietnam! 

Sarge tries to focus his blurred eyes on the blue cylinder 
of Diamond Salt on the shelf over the stove...a something beside 
it he can't make out. Then, his gaze drops to Jack who is 
saying. "And I'm gonna talk to Frenchy, too. He knew Mickey and 
I want him on tape.” 

But it is Mickey that Sarge is speaking to in his mind. 

“No war's a Sunday School Picnic!” 

“What’s that, The Little Red Book Of Sergeants?” Jack 
hisses. 

“You've got to come home,” he peers at Jack. “You’ve got to 
come home, Mickey! Your mother has been hurt enough!” 


Waving his bare arms, Jack proclaims, “Hey, I'm Jack, Dad, 
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remember?” And while Sarge is putting one hand atop the other to 
keep them still, he hears Mickey saying, There isn't any home to 
come back to, with you and Mom getting divorced and the whole 
country fouled up alongside of all the rest of this shit. 

“Listen! Dad! What was in that Molsons anyway? Open your 
eyes, all right? Yeah, I’m going to the coast pretty soon, get a 
berth of a fishing boat to get the money to buy a really good 
tape recorder. I don't want to start interviewing with shit. 
“Mickey drowned. Jesus! I can't take the way it all comes in on 
you. So much in this fuckin place reminds me.” Sarge picks up 
the crushed beercan. Every fuckin thing I do, I do twice.” 

“That's because you never learn the first time.” 

“T ...even tried to wrestle him back to the states! 

Christ! So nuts! Past fifty I am, and still doing foolish fuckin 
things.” 

“Yeah, well, nobody grows up in any fuckin continuous Line 
or anything. Like in a textbook.” Jack studies his nails and 
then drums his fingers on the table. “I myself, well I missed my 
chance with Mick is all. I went to Nam. The good son!” 

“You were both my good sons. Both my good sons.” 

Now Jack bangs the table and glares at his father, hunched 


smaller in the old tweed overcoat. “Yeah. Uh huh. Two good sons. 
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Ain’t what you said then I'll bet. Did you brag to your sergeant 
drinking buddies about your draft-dodging Mickey in Canada?” 

Sarge unlocks his hands and grips the edge of the table. 

“IT spoke to people. I talked to people about it. They couldn't 
be nicer, guys in the service. And you know that yourself. It's 
been a privilege spending my life there, with them. It's one of 
the best lives a man can have. Why hell’s bells, it’s so far 
different from the dumb images you kids have it's pitiful!” 

“All right now, all right now. I'm not gonna let you up 
until you get calm. You want a heart attack? I...surprised you 
with this strength, I know. I surprised myself. You can't 
wrestle me back to the states, Daddy. God but you're such a 
ridiculous fool sometimes!” 

“Mickey hated me for going to Vietnam, Dad. I can't get rid 
of that.” 

Sarge is whispering, holding his head. “Look at you! 
Colombian Gold on the t-shirt. Just dope is all. When you gonna 
knock that baby shit off? And don't say Mickey hated you. That’s 
so much shit! I swear to Christ you invent life as you go 
along, Jack. Minute by minute! I swear to Christ you do.” 

“T make up life all right. The only way! I’d like to know 


what the hell else you can do. I do what I want now. But not 
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back then. No way. I did what you wanted and I ended up in Nam 
and my pure, sweet brother ended up drowned here. Double header, 
proud Sarge!” 

Jesus Christ you you you you...are so fuckin...killable!” 

“Your life in a nutshell! Kill! And for fucked-up 
corruption!” 

“Oh I don't want to hear what you have to say. It's mother. 
She wants you near, though I'm fucked if I know why.” 

“You are huh?” Jack pushes his hair back. 

“No. No. I'm sorry. Mickey's death nearly finished her 
altogether. She wants you with her.” 

“Hey, I'ma loner. That's what to tell Violet, Mom. That's 
all there is to it.” 

Sarge saw Violet then, siding down against the kitchen 
tiles, sinking down into the bright welter of Brillo and Spick 
and Span, the plastic bottles of Mr. Clean, Fantastic, the 
welter of all the bright advertising colors. The drying marks on 
the tile wall behind her she had washed. And his own pleading 
voice came back to him then, now, the phone banging against the 
wall. ‘Vi? Please speak to me!’ Then the scattered noises of her 
wrenching herself up through the cardboard boxes. ‘Yes yes 


completely sure. They just called from Canada. It was an 
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accldent. ’ 
Sarge sees her eyes rolling back in her head. 
Iin the pine-smelling kitchen of the newly-rented house 
while her new sergeant-husband checked out something with 


Personnel. 


“Yes I’m sure. I’m sure,” he said aloud now. 

Jack got up to walk to the lone, cracked window. Sarge stared 
past him to where the firs were beginning to darken against a 
rose sky. 

“At any rate, I SURE feel no pull from Mom and the new 
husband. I can't deal with that shit on top of Mickey and 
Coffee. He half turns, his face profiled by that rose light, but 
Sarge remains mentally in the kitchen he has never been in, and 
has been in a hundred times all over the world. “Hey! Did you 
drink anything else before you came up here? You do flip in and 
out. Must be heredity: I phase out and snap back a lot. Product 
of heavy thought. In my case, anyway.” 

And Sarge speaks to both times, both sons. “I love you.” 

As he ponders two small places holding pain, this cabin, 
and that bright kitchen where Vi collapsed. Jack has been 


turning to fully face him, outlined as if by chalk. “It’s not 
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your fault, or Mom’s, but nothing could be enough now. With 
whatever you think you brought up here, you got here too Late, 
the same way you got here too late for Mick.” 

“T don't know about all of that. Nobody can decide those 
things really. You just gotta do what you can do at the time. 
And fuck the recriminations.” 

“You'll have to learn that you can’t, Daddy-Sergeant. 
History runs on blood. I couldn’t forget Coffee if I tried.” 
Sarge shifts in his chair, his brow almost massive in the 
rose-purple Light. “What're you doing for money? 

By way of reply Jack slides down slowly, his back against 
the wall, until he sits under the window. He laughs since it 
reminds him of a slow-motion replay of a TV murder mystery, the 
way a victim fell. 

“No offense, but always your answer when things crowd in 
too tight, isn't it? Money?” 

“Just being a little practical.” 

“Oh I’ll take some but I’m not bad off really. One time I 
handled dishes at the inn for Louise, ran her antique 
dishwasher, helped a guy build a concrete wall in the village. I 
mixed and poured the shit and, as I say, I’\Ll be bumming to the 


coast for fishing soon.”--Jack's voice had grown weary, as if in 
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anticipation of that icy, deadening toil. 

“Handyman in the little Canadian town! Gonna go that way 
forever?” 

In a voice still tired, the talking about work having 
become work. “Until my mission is concluded here. Would it be 
any worse than what you've done? Shooting people the Pentagon 
disagrees with. A little of which I've done, too. Terrible, but 
never boring. We got something to agree on. That last thing.” 
Sarge is already leaning forward, almost out of his heavy 
overcoat, to catch Jack's whisperings “I have...gotten...some 
way ...some fuckin way...a call to, I don’t know, serve. It's 
not real clear yet but...” 

Sarge is making his way towards Jack, to grasp his son’s 
knee as he sinks beside him. “I got the bucks you wanna study 
religion in a college or something.” He too whispers. 

“T get it through my fingertips. I don't need their books. 
I don't need their professors’ straitjacketed brains.” On the 
dirt floor, and sitting next to each other in the darkening 
Silence, they hear the wind picking up after a moment, shaking 
the window above them. Far-distant loons. 

Sarge drops a meaty hand behind Jack's neck, pulls his face 


towards his. “I'm picking up a new duty assignment in few days. 
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Could be any fuckin where. You come there with me. You can do 
anything you want then. Write or whatever. I won't ask you 
question one.” 

Jack pulls away and stands up. He goes to the cardboard 
chest, whose glass knobs glimmer. 

And while extracting a candle stuck into a round Mateus 
wine bottle, and further rummaging for matches he pleads, “Let 
me go! Tell Mommy to let me go too! I don't want to just die 
like Mickey. You’ve got to have the time to think about things, 
take the time you need to really really think, before you get 
fuckin taken out of life too.” 

“You come there with me..I said, Jesus Christ, I said the 
Same exact thing to Mickey in this hooch of a cabin. Can you 
beat it?” 

Striking the match to light the candle, Jack proclaims, 

“T hope to.” 

“Even that stupid salt sitting up there in the same place 
on the shelf...but not that.” Noticing the small picture for the 
first time, next to the blue cylinder of salt. But not that 
thing.” A smeary white flower of sorts containing an absurdly 
large honey bee. 


“Friend of mine did it.” The candle flame threw Jack's 
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Shadow against the wall of the tiny cabin, dwarfing Sarge who 
still sat on the floor. 

“That bee could bite your ass off!” 

“Thanks for the art criticism, but once and for all I'm 

staying, Dad. I live here for practically nothing! 
Cabin's abandoned and I'm improving it, even adding to some of 
the things Mickey did. Frenchy gives me wood and beer. I don't 
Know how you could get me back in the states. I got everything 
here. Everything!” 

“For Mommy!” 

“What did Christ say?” Jack arranges the candle under his 
face by sliding it along the blanket on the table until he is 
satisfied with his reflection in the window. “I have no mother 
or father. Or Coffee said it. What Christ said was--wait a 
minute--you have no mother or father if you follow me. Well, 
anyway, I have no mother or father while I'm getting my fix on 
Coffee and Mickey. It's as simple as that. He jumps back from 
the candle as Sarge scrabbles up. 

“He was a bum, a bum!” He drops onto his chair with a 
half-sob. “Mickey was good. Too good. Too godamn fuckin goddamn 
good!” And he bangs the table with both fists, the shadows of 


his arms running across the ceiling and down the walls. 
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While seizing the rocking wine bottle and candle, Jack 
yells “Christ, Daddy! Try to cool it will you? You’re making too 
big a deal about everything. What's the difference if I stay? 
I'm a grunt. Here to die. What's the difference? Huh? 

But Sarge is oddly tracking back, musing: “Grunt, Dogface, 
G. I., Doughboy, Rough Rider.” 

“They're all grunts,” Jack remarks. “Hey get the grunts 
together there'd be no war. War's a gentlemen's game with 
sergeants for butlers and all-round asswipes. The grunts cut the 
grass and die.” 

In his irritation, Sarge waves his hands next to his ears. 
“Oh I don't wanna hear any more of that. Ever! I'm sick of it 
From you and Mickey. When the fuck does the half-view stop? 

Like life is a fuckin easy puzzle or something. Do like I say 
says a whole bunch of fuckin little peckerheads like you, and 
they can’t find their fuckin keys! I'm sick of it. It's a 
sonofabitch of a fuckin complicated fuckin business, life. 

An art. Not little schoolboy complaints. Or infatuations. 

No fuckin way! 

“Whatever you say.” Jack sits and his father slides a hand 
along the blanket to clamp over his. “Come with me on my next 


assignment- Please? I need you. And later you can vacation with 
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Mom and Carter. You'll like him. He's quite the reader. 
I never had a life with Mickey: Korea, Thailand, Australia, 
Burma, Thailand, Germany you name it, and with you kids never 
along. I missed both you growing up. Let me make it up now? 

Jack, with difficulty, has his hand back. “You killed 
Mickey!” he screams, making Sarge blink and blink. 

“No! Are you crazy? 

“T did, too. He begged me not to join, and then not to go 
to Nam, and I told him it was for you. For you! The both of us 
in Canada’d finish you, I told him. Final nail in your coffin it 
would be. It was the final nail in his--so to speak since he 
hasn’t got one yet.” And as Jack had been speaking, Sarge flung 
his hands to his face, rubbing hard as he speaks now. “I'ma 
soldier. It’s what I Know. You must know something of what 
that means.” 

“Absolute anachronism if you indeed know what THAT means. 

“I do and you're full of shit on this small point. It ain’t 
no perfect world. Gotta be army!” 

“Not what Coffee taught.” 

“Taught? You see that windy asshole as some stoned prophet 
or something!” 


Jack puts a finger into the flame but snaps it back. 
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“T'm gonna write down everything Coffee said that day, and 
everything that Mickey ever said. They're both saints and that's 
no shit either.” 

“He was a shithead and Mickey...was so torn apart. He 
really wasn't sure about anything. 

What are you and Mommy trying to do to me? I can't come 
back to any future in the states anyway. What? Give service to 
retarded children and the nation forgives! But I haven't sinned. 
I haven’t sinned. It’s crap. just more crap! 

Jack completed Mickey’s old thoughts. “And saints can be 
all fucked up. They ain’t perfectly integrated to any bourgeois 
world or nothing. And they have horrendous horrendous conflicts 
inside them. Their vision! Their vision! It burns up all your 
petty kind of shit, Sarge.” 

Sarge iS again rubbing his eyes as I to get them to focus 
on just one time frame. “Our Mickey, our little Mickey He was 
confused and hurt. He told me he was afraid he'd die in Nam; 
that wasn’t the whole reason he wouldn’t go, but he was afraid 
too, my Little Mickey was. So he was all kinds of feelings.” 

“Hey the macho shit has died except with you old army 
daddies and queers into leather.” 


Sarge is grabbing the wine bottle with its candle; he wants 
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to throw it against the wall. 

“Oh yeah? Well fars I can get it, your Coffee is just a 
fuckin cokehead pig! No damn way there's all kinds of feelings 
there! No fuckin way!” 

Jack, wary suddenly, stares into his eyes as Sarge 
brandishes the bottle, making their shadows dash madly around 
the walls from the sputtering candle. “I ought to break your 
head for comparing him to our Mickey!” 

But he drops the bottle to the table where it spins on its 
belly, the flame seeming to expire, but then popping to life as 
Jack rights the bottle and smiles at Sarge's wrenching tears. 
“Our unworthiness brings us great pain.” 

“Still...open...offer. I’tl pay...religious...training... 
college...sSeminary. 

“Would they accept Mickey and Coffee as prophets?” 

Sarge uses an edge of the blanket to rub his eyes dry. 
“T,” he whispers, “I don’t know how to say this, Jack, 
but...don't know...I don’t like to say it. I don’t wanna.” 

“Uh huh. Then don’t bother saying anything. You’ve said 
enough calculated to hurt me.” 

“But you're somehow absolutely full of shit, somehow 


absolutely full of shit! I know it. I just know it. I know I 
193 


194 
don’t have the vocabulary to say it right, but...” 
“T see,” Jack smiles. “Now can we count that as the Last, 
low card you're going to play? I’m sorry, but leave me! 
And without further fuckin drama in all the fuckin grammatical 
tenses because you don’t know where you are or who you’re 
talking to! Please? Go? I'd really like to pray now. 


I really would.” 
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